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Our students are not short on opinions: what to wear, which music is cool, what is simply
“unfair.” Adolescents we have talked with sometimes feel, however, that they are unheard, that
the adults in their lives do not take them seriously. They say they have a lot to offer their schools,
their communities, our world, but to adult ears these opinions come off as just complaining. Part
of this is due to the fact that sometimes their (or even adults’) opinions comeoff more as a list of
demands or a complaining rant than as thoughtful suggestions or evi argument. The
ability to not just have an opinion, but to support it clearly and per. asively, powerful life .
skill. Entire industries are built around convincing the public that thi litician is the one to
trust, or this car is the one to buy, or this cause is worth fighting for,

The work of the RWP Persuasive Essay unit is simulta
because it will draw on the concerns, ideas, and experi
is very difficult to be persuasive without outsider

voice in which to assert your claims. In this un
research, to read closely and to write po

their lives.

What Standards This Unit Addresse )
This unit addresses the sum total of ] itandard 6.1, In the Appendix of the
Common Core, the authors,cifé tesearch showing that the ability to write arguments is essential
to success in college and.the workforce, devoting time and space to explaining “The Special
Place of Argument in the Standards” (CESS, Appendix A, p. 24). First and foremost it grapples
an.argument as your claim rather than an opinion. The difference here is
‘be an opinion, I simply have to believe it to be true.
ent, there must be others who could, or do, disagree. This
simply support. In addition, this unit asks writers to

-credible sources and demonstrating an understanding of the topic or
text” (Standard 1b). This means that while we will hold onto what students have learned before
about essay writing—namely that our reasons and evidence need to be structured in a way that
makes sense to the reader and that support our claims, but it also means that in this unit and in
the spirit of the persuasive essay, we will fold in some rescarch to be sure that students are using
and evaluating outside sources in their writing.

In addition, in asking students to begin to develop their researching skills, the unit also touches
upon Standards 6.7, 6.8, and 6.9, depending on how in depth your research lessons become.
These Standards ask students to research quickly, to look at sources for their credibility and their
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relevance to your claim; and draw the relevant evidence out of the text. Of course, then, we will
also be teaching students to incorporate that evidence into their writing.

Use Performance Assessments to Steer Your Teaching
You will want to begin the unit by setting aside one day for an on-demand opinion writing
assessment. The RWP's Common Core aligned Opinion/Argument Writing Assessment Tool will
be available to you through our website. You could say to your students, “Tomorrow I’'m going
to give you time to show me what you already know about writing to develop and support an
idea. Bring in any resources that you would want to quote from to help: rite about an idea
ora topic that you feel strongly about Then the following day, you:gould giv them this

arguments rather than oplmons for this assessment you will use
opinion to help the students show you all they know. ) €

your hope will be that your students see themselvi
between this preliminary assessment and ¢ ; - minating assessment. Of course,
after your students do a quick on-deman n essay, you will want to study what they have

"Across the Entire Unit

ite essays centered around an argument, and to
erience to support their claim. Then, in the second
part of the unit, students will write anoth r essay holding onto what they have learned previously
and ramping up the leve

Have a Sense of the Trajectory of Y
The ﬂrst part of this unit teackics st

Al unit and focus in on opinion writing rather than launching
into argument right away. This will give your students a confidence that they then can carry into
a full on persuasive €ssay unit, either this year or in the future. The important thing is that we are

differentiating so that our students are becoming more sophisticated essay writers.

Launching the Unit o
Even if your students have grown up in the RWP writing workshops, it is likely that you'll find,

when you review students’ on-demand writing, their on-demand essays do not demonstrate what
the students were taught-about essay writing during previous years' work with reviews, ‘
persuasive letters, and essays. If this is the case for your students, we recommend you start this
unit by devoting a day to helping them remember the three or four most important aspects of this
kind of writing that they should already know, and by then giving them the chance to spend one
quick day working furiously to revise their on-demand essays.
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One good way to support this work is to, if possible, allow your students to have next to them an
old essay they wrote last year, or earlier in the year. This visual aide of what the writer already
knows often helps knowledge come rushing back. Be sure you keep the originals and give them
duplicate copies to work on in this way as you'll want to preserve the baseline data against which
you can show them their growth across the month. Instead of waiting to teach these for the first
time once students are deep within the unit, you may decide to remind writers now that they
already know these tips and then see if, with just some reminders, they can demonstrate abilities
to do that work. -

Bend One — Collecting for Essays
If this is your students' first experience in expository/essay writi
done the revision work described above, although you will hopefully I

bably will not have

to do this even if you know they will fall flat because this
back and sec the amount of progress that they have ma

In the year ahead, the RWP suggests that instead:o
essay, you consolidate it. To do this consolidati

end; hopefuily) to helping your
students experience what it means f people who grow compelling, provocative

arguments through the use of their

in the Standards for seventh grade) we will want to be
some experience with crafting arguable claims rather

essay units, that to fi strong claim it helps to first find a few categories of thinking that your
claim might live within>’And so you will want to offer your students a few ways to find the
issues and ideas that bring out their strong, individual takes on the world. One way to do this to
to create an issue wall with your students. At the start of class, stand with a piece of chart paper
and ask your class to turn and talk, or stop and jot, three issues that they bave spent time thinking
about this year. You might want to model a few first, to show them what kinds of issues you are
referting to. For instance, you could write “Bullying,” “Peer Pressure,” and “Homework,” down,
naming that you have spent time observing and thinking about how these issues affect people
and what we can do about them.
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In addition, you will want to open up the possibility for your students to draw upon some of the
strong opinions they have encountered in their content area classes. You may have a different
chart up of issues they have learned about in other classes. “Cloning,” “Racism,” or
“Imperialism” may show up on charts like these. :

Soon your students will have jotted between two to three issues that mean something to them.
Begin collecting these on your chart, and as students name an issue out loud, ask the rest of the
class to raise their hands or give a thumbs-up if they care about that issue as well. This way you
and your students will start to see what the hot issues of the day are for your:particular group of

how it has, quite truly, changed the world. Onec RWP
series John Adams, when the founding fathers d bated f i

it be Barack Obama’s speech in
ducing the iPad.

ut what could have changed in that moment.

Either way, soon yo dents will have notebooks pages crammed with Lists of issues. Of
course you will not want. {o-rest here—a vital part of growing ideas in our notebooks is to focus
on the growth part of the equation, and so once you have some good lists and entries going, you
might have students focus on some ways to take one of the issues they care about, and write in
order to complicate, deepen and refine their thinking.

Some ways to do this elaboration work might be very familiar to your students. Y ou may, for
example, lean on the thought prompts that many of them have learned in past years, prompts that
push them to stretch their thinking down the page. These prompts include but are not limited to
“I think,” “For example,” “This is important because,” “The reason for this is,” “This connects
to,” and “On the other hand.” By using these prompts to help keep their writing (and thinking) .
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going, students will find more nuanced and argumentative ideas appearing on the page before
them.

Students might also mine their issues for ideas by analyzing them. To do this you could teach
your students that when we analyze something, we often search it for it’s causes, its effects,
comparisons we can make, and we can also make sure we have defined the issue are talking
about clearly—that we know what it is and what it isn’t,

We then can begin to teach our students to identify which ideas they hg feel like opinions,

that bullymg is right) and which ideas may form the claims of pers
because there are other opinions out there. For example, studenis

arguments they are
old on to the “boxes-and-

lay out an‘idea, and then look to see if we
t students stare blankly at you when

) might‘consider moving to a fifth or fourth grade
student’s needs. :

deas; is that their entries will not look like miniature
emphasis will instead be on teaching writers to free-

ent, trusting that'ideas will surface as they go along. You will be helping them
inal, provocative, interesting, fresh, and insightful. You will also help

e words to capture their thoughts and, for your most advanced students,
1ghts that don’t easily fit into ordinary words.

preconceiy
write ideas that ar
them reach for the prex
to use metaphors for th

Remember, this work on elaborating and all the strategies for generating thinking will all be
shoehorned into just a very small number of days early in the unit. This means that the work on
thought prompts or analysis may, for example, end up as small-group work for those students
needing this help. And it means that you will probably only teach one or, at the most, two
strategies for generating ideas and entries.

Once this buzz is in the air, you will most likely want to fuel the fire with discussion. As students
have ideas they now see as arguments to be fought for, you may want to teach them that one way
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writers prepare to argue their point is to make sure they have thought carefully about both the
reasons they think they are right as well as the reasons other people may disagree with them.
This means that you will be teaching your students to debate as a way to begin planning their
essays. For the first part of the day, then, you will want to teach your students that sometimes a
good writing partner is your fiercest critic. As your writers propose their ideas, their writing
partners can take the stance of their opponent in a debate. You can model this for your class,
asking a strongly verbal student or colleague to play the role of opponent. “People should stop
putting only children down,” you might begin, to which your writing partner will respond
immediately, “Why do you say that?” “Well, because people say that on hildren are selfish,
but that i isn 't always true.” You have just drafted one bullet i in your an,

selfish helps them. So I guess what I am saying is you shoul i
doesn’t help them and only hurts them.”

Set up your students for debate with a strong demons

ey will be ultimately writing two essays during this
vork around on an essay. In order to do this they

claims written on them,‘and then as students begin finding their own,_add them to the chart. The
fact is that persuasive claims sound a certain way, and it will help your students to have a few
models to go off of before trying their hand at their own.

Once your class has a few good claims ready to go, your students will be ready to plan out their
essays. There are, of course, a few ways to do this. One is to stick with what the kids may be
most familiar with. That is to say that they could do boxes-and-bullets where the claim goes into
the box, and each bullet is a reason why their claim is right. Their work may look like this then:
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Kids should have less homework because...
¢ kids have many responsibilities and activities
e much of the homework is busy work
e it is too much for the teacher to grade anyways

In other words, if you choose to have students plan in this way, you will need to teach them that
in order to support their claim, one thing writers do is to come up with supportive reasoning for
their claim—why it is right, why you as the reader should be convinced. For many students the
familiar boxes-and-bullets will still be the best form of an essay for th nent, and the
debate has simply helped them to make their reasoning more persu er students,
however, it may make more sense for their essays to directly arg ho may disagree,
by writing three- to four-paragraph essays that follow a structure

Thesis

e Ithink...
e Youmay think. .. but

Once they have sketched out a plan for thelr essay ; you will send them off immédiatcly to draft

you will want to remind them that they sh
paragraphs, and so on. The RWP:class

when choosing their langu :
in how we say it. Make

it is about writing drafts quickly and furiously, tucking in sirategies as
we go, so many teachers chopose to have their students write a few of these flash-drafts before
moving on to revision. This has made essay writing an energetic and productive time of the year,
and at the RWP we feel that this is the right direction to go. If your students are writing flash-
drafts each day, then you will want to help them make each draft better than the one before.
Brief, vivid anecdotes that bear on the issue will help make their essays alive, full of voice, and
very convincing. You could remind your class that in the personal essay unit they learned to
write other people’s stories as well as their own, and that in persuasive writing these stories
become great backup for our own thinking. Mentor texts provide inspiration for other types of

. material kids will want to collect. For example, many well-written picces of persuasive writing
rely on an image that functions as a central metaphor. You could also teach the children that
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nothing is more persuasive than facts. Writers who want to hit home use precise information to
do so, and this could mean that, as part of this unit, a teacher will teach students how to use the
Internet to search for precise evidence such as statistics or a quotation to illustrate a topic
sentence. Your decision will depend on several factors, including time and access to technology.

Any of these strategies can help your students lift the level of their writing as they flash-draft
essays, or you can use them as revision strategies later on. Some may work as whole-class
lessons, while others can serve as your small-group instruction or conference work.

Bend Three — Revising Persuasive Essays
Afier a few days of drafting a few essays, you will most likely see

ur students producing well-

around you again, congratulating them on the work they
something like, “Writers, you are at a critical point in
about great ideas. The problem is that a good ar,
arguments. And the way to make our arguments’gy
them.” Certainly here you could weave a ¢

; ck to their writing partners is a good
that nced addressing in their essays, They can read

.10 fact . . .” or “Some people thmk . but [ think . . .. For
ill revise hls essay by addmg in, “Some people thmk that cleanmg out the
litter box is worse than taking dogs out for walks, but I think that walking dogs in the winter or
in the rain is worse bec it lasts for much longer.” By writing directly to the possible
disagreements, our writers will strengthen their arguments and their essay writing.

In addition the RWP suggests that you spend some time in this unit teaching your students how
to find credible, relevant information that backs up their thinking. The Common Core State
Standards lay out three skills that students should become more adept with concerning research,
The first is to be able to research things (articles, images) relatively quickly, on the Internet or
elsewhere (W 6.7). You will want to teach your students that one thing researchers do is they
come up with some different search phrases to help them find what they are looking for. In
addition, the CCSS addresses credibility (W 6.8). Of course we know that anyone can come up
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with a website and say what they want—and that this does not count as “credibility,” and so we
will want to teach kids that one way you decide whether or not a website is credible is to read
across at least three websites, so you can look for inconsistencies, or pay attention to who the
author of that website is, and whether or not they have credentials, are an expert in the field, or
belong to a publishing company or magazine. Of course you might also want to give your kids
list of commonly used credible websites—but remember that part of the Standards is about
asking kids to decide what is credible and what is not, and so if you give them the websites they
should use eliminates the need for this skill. '

then as they read articles they carry these Post-its with them,
ideas they are researching and the information on the page.

difference in the world:by making sure their writing gets into the hands of people who could be
/ou celebrate, be sure to remind your students of all they have learned in
this weighty unit. They will have, in their rigor and stamina, found that their essay writing
muscles have developed exponentially.

Editing and Grammar Support Writing Workshop 7 ‘ _
Now that your year is well underway, it is a good time to raise the bar on your students’ grammar

expectations. By now in your year you should have a sense of the strands of conventions work
your students are undertaking. Essay is a great opportunity to look to tense, if that is work you
have been developing in your room, Noticing how in anecdotes that take place in the past, verbs
should be conjugated to match that time period, whereas when the voice of the essay flips back
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to narration or ideas, writers may either stick with past tense or decide to use present.
Alternatively, you might decide to have your students look at sentence combining. Students have
a difficult time recognizing that a sentence can be simple: The cat ate the fish; compound: The
cat took the fish and buried it in the garden; or complex: The cat ate the fish because he could not
dig a hole in the concrete. The work begun in this unit will lay the foundation for more
challenging work, such as fragments, later in the year.

This is also the perfect time to revisit paragraphing of new ideas. Persuasive writing provides an
opportunity to remind students about when and where to use paragraphst nal a new idea. In

Sfurthermore, rather, compares or contrasts a viewpoint: sowever,
interjections: or, yet (when used to advance an idea). This inquiry work might
aloud where you might begin to tune your students’ ears to hear the words that signal agreement,
viewpoint, or intetjection. Collect the words on a chart by category. Stu can use this

resource When writing notebook entries or drafs.
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